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Introduction 
This chapter reflects on Marxism's contemporary relevance to international relations. First, it 
reflects on Marxism's exclusion from the traditional study of international relations. Second, 
it notes Marx's prescience in identifying the globalising tendencies of capitalism. Third, it 
outlines how Marx and Marxists view the state. Marxism essentially presents an endogenous 
account of international relations which focuses on the internal economic requirements of 
capitalist states. This leads, fourth, to an underestimation of nationalism and war in reproduc~ 
ing the state and states~system, and, fifth, to great scepticism towards notions of the 'national 
interest' and 'free trade'. Finally, the chapter considers the Marxist critique of imperialism. 
Marxism's exclusion from International Relations 
Karl Marx and his analysis of capitalism have been largely absent from the curricula of main~ 
stream International Relations courses in the West, especially before the 1970s (Linklater 
1990a). There are three broad reasons for this. 
First, in the Western world Marxism was closely associated with communist states such 
as the USSR, China and Vietnam. It was the self,proclaimed philosophical foundation of 
the communist world which, by its very political outlook, constituted a threat to Western 
capitalist states. During the Cold War, Marxism was widely portrayed in Western political 
capitals as expansionist and messianic because it was routinely equated with the foreign pol~ 
icy of communist states, which were thought to represent a strategic challenge to the West 
(Kubalkova and Cruickshank 1989: part II). Marxist thought and doctrine were rarely sepa~ 
rated from the repression and crimes committed in its name by states which were cast in the 
West as an ideological, economic and security danger (see Halliday 1994: 47-50). 
In this atmosphere, which lasted from the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 until the col~ 
lapse of the USSR in the early 1990s, Marxism was tainted by its connection with a number of 
totalitarian states. This effectively limited the chances that Marx's views would be seriously 
examined in the West for their insights into the study of international politics, although it 
must be acknowledged that this was not true for some sectors of the Western left (Kub~lkova 
and Cruickshank 1985). However, although communist political movements and states have 
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been discredited, this was not entirely a fate shared with Marxism as a body of ideas. With the 
collapse of the Soviet threat and the demise of the communist world generally, Marx's work 
began to be reconsidered in a fresh light, particularly his views on globalisation or what, in 
the nineteenth century, he described as the spread of capitalism. 
The second reason for Marx's absence from the International Relations curriculum was 
a belief that Marx had virtually nothing to say about the central concerns of the discipline. 
The normative basis of the discipline's foundation after World War I was an examination 
and understanding of the causes of wars so that lessons could be learnt which would prevent 
a recurrence of violence on such a horrific scale. Despite the failure of this project, the ini~ 
tial central focus of the discipline was the incidence of wars between states. This discussion 
inevitably involved an examination of the states~system, the foreign policy behaviour of states 
and the role of nationalism, among other considerations. On these central subjects, Marx had 
very little to say. The persistence of the states~system has thwarted the pattern of historical 
development anticipated by Marx, who regarded class divisions as the primary cleavages in 
human society. Nationalism and nation~states were, for Marx, a passing stage in world his~ 
tory. Unsurprisingly, many scholars in the field regarded Marx's work as being an appropriate 
omission from the discipline's key texts. 
Third, according to some Marxists, certain facts and approaches to understanding the 
causes of World War I were axiomatically excluded as not belonging to the inquiry at all. 
Tensions within society, such as class struggles and economic competition between colonial 
powers - during the 1920s a popular Marxist explanation for the origins of war - were not con~ 
sidered seriously within the discipline in its formative years. One commentator has suggested 
that the theory of imperialism was deliberately excluded from early International Relations 
curricula because, since it located the causes of war within the nature of the capitalist system, 
it posed a direct threat to the social order of capitalist states: ' ... this false doctrine had to be 
refuted in the interest of stabilising bourgeois society ... the [historians and international rela~ 
tions analysts] acted and reflected within the social context of the bourgeois university, which 
structurally obstructed such revolutionary insights' (Krippendorff 1982: 27). In retrospect this 
view sounds conspiratorial, although it might explain why the discipline was tightly circum~ 
scribed within realist and liberal parameters, to exclude non~conformist and radical theories 
of international politics from the 'mainstream'. 
Within the Enlightenment tradition, Marxism has always been at the radical fringes of 
political respectability and legitimacy. It has never occupied a secure position in studies of 
international relations. It has also been attacked at a methodological and theoretical level 
from the left (Kolko 2006: chapter 2). 
As a body of thought, however, its most important contribution has been as an insight~ 
ful account of the spread of capitalism, or what today would be called globalisation. This is 
the starting point for any assessment of Marxism's contemporary relevance to international 
relations. 
Marx and globalisation 
Marx believed that the expansion of capitalism, or what today would be called globalisa~ 
tion, was transforming human society from a collection of separate states to a world capitalist 
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society where the principal form of conflict would be between classes rather than nations or 
states. According to Marx, the conflictual properties of capitalism would eventually prove 
unsustainable: a political revolution led by the working classes would overthrow the capi~ 
talist order and usher in a worldwide socialist society free from the alienation, exploitation 
and estrangement produced by capitalist structures. According to Linklater, 'the structure 
of world capitalism guaranteed the emergence of the first authentically universal class which 
would liberate the species from the consequences of estrangement between states and nations' 
(Linklater 1986: 304). 
It is worth mentioning again that the trajectory of historical change anticipated by Marx 
150 years ago has been undermined by the persistence of the states,system, its propensity 
for violence, and the grip that nationalism maintains upon the political identities of people 
across the world. It is tempting, then, to assume that Marx's analysis of capitalism has little of 
value to say about the contours of international relations today. I argue that the relevance of 
Marxism for the current period has significantly increased in the wake of the Cold War and 
most importantly, with the heightened impact of globalisation upon every advanced industrial 
society (see Bromley 1999; Renton 2001). 
Marx was the first theorist to identify capitalism as the principal driving force behind 
increasing levels of international interdependence, a process that he believed was both trans~ 
forming human society and uniting the species. Marx was interested in how the processes 
of industrialisation shaped the modern world and the way in which capitalism generated 
specific social formations as it spread across the globe. According to Marx, the intercon~ 
nections created by the spread of capitalist relations of production would come to both 
bind the species together and weaken the hold that nationalism had on people's political 
identities. 
With remarkable prescience, Marx argued that the very essence of capitalism is to 'strive 
to tear down every barrier to intercourse', to 'conquer the whole earth for its market' and to 
overcome the tyranny of distance by reducing 'to a minimum the time spent in motion from 
one place to another' (Marx 1973: 539), 
Resistance to the spread of capitalism, according to Marx, was futile. National economic 
planning would become an anachronism as barriers to trade and investment collapsed. In a 
famous extract from The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels describe how globalisation 
prises open national economies and homogenises economic development across the globe 
(see Box 5.1). 
Contrary to the way his views have sometimes been portrayed, Marx saw substantial 
benefits flowing from economic globahsation. The universalising processes inherent in capi~ 
talism promised to bring not only unprecedented levels of human freedom, but also an end to 
insularity and xenophobia. According to Marx and Engels, under globalisation: 
national one~sidedness and narrow~mindedness become more and more impossible ... The bour~ 
geoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated 
means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian nations, into civilization. The cheap 
prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with 
which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels 
all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; ... In one word, 
it creates a world after its own image (Marx and Engels 1967: 84). 
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Box 5.1: Discussion points 
The effects of capitalism 
The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation ofthe world market given a cosmopoli-
tan character to production and consumption in every country, . ,All old-established 
national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed, They are dis-
lodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question 
for all civilized nations, , , , In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-
sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of 
nations (Marx and Engels 1967: 83-4), 
Unlike economic liberals who regard the collapse of national economic sovereignty as an 
intrinsically positive development, Marx highlighted the dark side of interdependency, in 
particular the social and cultural effects of exposure to the rigours of market forces. As early 
as the 1840s, Marx had noted the social impact of globalisation. People had: 
... become more and more enslaved under a power alien to them (a pressure which they have 
conceived of as a dirty trick on the part of the so-called universal spirit, etc.), a power which 
has become more and more enormous and, in the last instance, turns out to be the world market 
(Marx and Engels 1964: 48-9). 
According to Marx, the emancipation of human beings from material scarcity and surplus 
social constraint will take place via the self-liberation of the working class. He is therefore 
concerned with the estrangement of classes rather than other human groups and identities, 
such as religions, ethnicities, nations or states. The effect of capitalism in producing specific 
social formations in the wake of its expansion has important implications for the ways in 
which individuals come to regard their interests, especially in a global context. 
Marx, the state and war in political economy 
For Marx, the state functions primarily to maintain and defend class domination and exploita-
tion. It defends the interests of property by sustaining a social order in which the bourgeoisie 
are the principal beneficiaries. The state has become: 
... a separate entity, beside and outside civil society; but it is nothing more than the form of 
organisation which the bourgeoisie necessarily adopt both for internal and external purposes, for 
the mutual guarantee of their property and interests (Marx and Engels 1964: 78). 
However, because Marx regarded the state as merely an instrument of class rule - 'the execu-
tive of the modern State [is] but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole 
bourgeoisie' - he effectively denied that the state could act autonomously of class forces even 
in the course of pacifying domestic society, resisting external security threats or participating 
in wars (Marx and Engels 1967: 82). This was a major theoretical shortcoming of his analysis. 
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In the province of political economy, Marx's crude economic reductionism has been 
acknowledged and, in most cases, modified by those who nevertheless locate themselves in 
the Marxist tradition. Many self described neo~Marxists now accept that the state enjoys 
some degree of autonomy from capital, particularly when it faces national crises such as war 
and economic depression. The development of the welfare state in most industrialised soci~ 
eties after World War II, for example, is widely acknowledged as a significant concession to 
socialism. The behaviour of the state cannot simply be reduced to an expression of dominant 
class interests. In broad economic policy the modern state is often forced to make invidious 
choices between 'fractions' of capital when the interests of the business sector are not homo~ 
geneous. For example, debates over free trade versus protectionism can often be characterised 
as a struggle between nationally based capital on the one hand, and international capital 
interests on the other. 
According to Poulantzas (1972), for example, the degree of 'relative autonomy' enjoyed 
by the state at any particular point in time will depend on the state of relations between 
classes, class fractions and the intensity of inter~class conflict. Although the state is rarely 
confronted with a completely unified business community, it will tend to promote and protect 
the interests of businesses which are seen as being both employment~intensive and significant 
promoters of capital accumulation. Neo~Marxists generally concede that citizens in capitalist 
states have a common interest in a sustained level of economic activity as the basis of their 
material standard of living. The modern capitalist state has a vested interest in facilitating cap~ 
ital accumulation. Though it is largely 'excluded' from directly controlling private decisions 
of production and investment, the state must make policy decisions which are broadly com~ 
patible with business interests, sustaining a climate of confidence while promoting conditions 
for accumulation and profitability. Although the state is both excluded from and dependent 
upon the accumulation process, its intervention is crucial to the maintenance of the process. 
The state must therefore represent a broader range of political interests and perspectives 
than Marx implied: it cannot be dismissed as simply a locus of class power. It must, on the one 
hand, sustain the process of capital accumulation and the private appropriation of resources 
without infringing on managerial prerogatives, because it is dependent on that capital to 
provide the revenue necessary to satisfy society's increasing demand for government services. 
On the other hand, it must also preserve society's belief in it as the impartial arbiter of class 
interests, thereby legitimating its power while fostering broad social acceptance of the whole 
system. 
Marx. the state and war in international relations 
In the province of international relations, Marx's view that the state was merely an instrument 
of class rule has not been revised by neo~ Marxists in the same way as it has been rethought 
in the field of political economy. The longevity of the states~system and its apparent auton~ 
omy, the states~system's propensity for violence, and the grip that nationalism maintains upon 
political identities, have all defied the pattern of historical development outlined by Marx. 
Marx believed that the spread of capitalism guaranteed 'the emergence of a universal 
class which would liberate the entire species from the consequences of estrangement between 
states and nations' (Linklater 1986: 306). Or as the historian Charles Beard put it, 
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... class interest cloaking itself in patriotism and national interest must be opposed, the fatherland 
taken over by the working classes, upper-class interest destroyed, and the way prepared for a 
reconciliation of nations (Beard 1934: 168). 
The high level of order in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, however, appears to have deceived 
Marx into believing that the old world of statecraft and diplomacy was being superseded by 
the newly globalising forces of capitalism. In the 1840s the problem of war was not a preoccu-
pation for social theorists; it was an 'age of military quiescence' (Gallie 1978: 69). Marx's class 
analysis therefore almost entirely neglected the impact of diplomatic and strategic interaction 
upon both the process of state formation and the development of capitalism itself (Linklater 
1986: 302). Marx not only failed to anticipate the increasingly autonomous character of the 
modern state, he also ignored the crucial relationship between the citizen's concern for terri-
torial security and the state's claim to represent the 'national interest' in its conduct of foreign 
policy (Linklater 1990a: 153). 
According to Gallie (1978: 99), 'from its first beginnings Marxist overall social theory 
was defective, through its failure to place and explain the different possible roles of war in 
human history'. Insufficient emphasis was given to the impact of war and state-formation 
upon the internationalisation of capitalism. Similarly, Marx did not foresee that the spread 
of capitalism would become a major reason for the reproduction of the modern states-system. 
Instead, he held to the view that 'as the antagonism between classes within the nation van-
ishes, the hostility of one nation to another will come to an end' (Marx and Engels 1967: 
102). 
Marxism not only underestimated the importance of the state's monopoly control of 
the instruments of violence and the autonomous nature of strategic and diplomatic life. It 
also ignored the crucial role that war played in establishing, shaping and reinforcing bounded 
political communities. This is because Marx believed that the transformation of the capitalist 
mode of production alone was the key to eradicating intersocietal estrangement (Linklater 
1998: 116). Proletarian internationalism would liberate human loyalties and obligations from 
the confines of parochial nation-states which would 'wither away', to be replaced by a united 
community of free association. Marxism had little to say about how bounded communities 
interacted, why and how exclusionary boundaries were developed and maintained, or the 
obstacles which prevented new forms of political community arising. 
Marx's account of international relations can be fairly described as an endogenous 
approach, where 'the internal structure of states determines not only the form and use of mil-
itary force but external behaviour generally' (Waltz 1959: 125). As Waltz suggests, for Marx 
war is the external manifestation of the internal class struggle, which makes the problem 
of war coeval with the existence of capitalist states. If, as Marx suggests, it is capitalist states 
which cause wars, by abolishing capitalism states will be abolished and therefore international 
conflict itself will cease (Waltz 1959: 126-7). 
However as Michael Howard has suggested, 'the fact remains that most of the seri-
ous political movements of our time, however radical, are concerned with remodelling 
nation-states, if necessary creating new ones, rather than with abolishing them' (Howard 
1983: 32-3). The experience of self-proclaimed revolutionary states such as the Soviet 
Union, and the Sino-Soviet split in the mid-1950s, would suggest that Marx had significantly 
underestimated both the systemic constraints on new forms of political community and the 
structural conditioning of the international system upon state behaviour. As Linklater argues, 
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'Soviet Marxism quickly succumbed to the classical method of power politics, postpon~ 
ing if not altogether abandoning its ideal of a world community in which nationalism and 
sovereignty would be superseded, and generating in its own bloc the very forms of nation~ 
alism and defence of state sovereignty which it intended to abolish' (Linklater 1986: 304). 
In Waltz's words, 'the socialisation of non-conformist states' by the diplomatic system has 
proved irresistible - even for self~proclaimed revolutionary regimes (Waltz 1979: 128). Neo .. 
realism's claim that the anarchical condition of the international system homogenises for~ 
eign policy behaviour. (see chapter 4) - an exogenous approach to international relations - is 
a major challenge to Marx's belief that the internal conflictual properties of capitalist states 
will extend the boundaries of political community. 
Marx on Mnational interests· and Mfree trade' 
Marx and Engels believed that market relations and free trade destroyed the fabric of social 
harmony by crushing the notion of general interest. 'When have you done anything out of 
pure humanity, from consciousness of the futility of the opposition between general and the 
individual interest?', Engels berated liberal economists in the 1840s (cited in Renton 2001: 
42-3). 
Marx and Engels were at pains to demonstrate the effects of unfettered capitalism and 
unrestricted trade on the most vulnerable and exploited class of people. According to Marx, 
'if there is anything clearly exposed in political economy, it is the fate attending the working 
classes under the reign of Free Trade'. Following the rules established by Ricardo, the normal 
price of labour for a working man is when "'wages [are] reduced to their minimum - their 
lowest level". Labour is a commodity as well as any other commodity', just like 'pepper and 
salt' (cited in Renton 2001: 46-7). The laws of political economy are ideally suited to the 
interests of the property~owning class but for workers, it is a very different story in the short 
term, if not the long term. 
Thus you have to choose: either you must disavow the whole of political economy as it exists at 
present, or you must allow that under freedom of trade the whole severity of the laws of political 
economy will be applied to the working classes. Is that to say that we are against Free Trade? No, 
we are for Free Trade, because by Free Trade all economiCal laws, with their most astounding con~ 
tradictions, will act upon a larger scale, upon a greater extent of territory, upon the territory of the 
whole earth; and because from the uniting of all these contradictions into a single group, where 
they stand face to face, will result the struggle which will itself eventuate in the emancipation of 
the proletarians (cited in Renton 2001: 47-8), 
According to Marx, there is no such thing as the national interest per se. There are, instead, 
class interests masquerading as the general interest of the community, situations which will 
only end with the demise of capitalism. As the historian Howard Zinn suggests: 
our Machiavellis, our presidential advisers, our assistants for national security, and our secretaries 
of state insist they serve the 'national interest', 'national security', and 'national defense', These 
phrases put everyone in the country under one enormous blanket, camouflaging the differe~ces 
between the interest of those who run the government and the interest of the average citizen 
(Zinn 1997: 339-40). 
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The overriding importance of the development of class consciousness meant that for Marx, 
people perceived their individual interests in class terms. It is their location in the production 
process - workers or capitalists, bourgeoisie or proletariat - which determines their interests. 
Thus 'interests' for Marx have an objective material reality. The degree of class consciousness 
an individual has, however, depends upon a subjective awareness of this situation (Bottomore 
1991: 89). Class membership exists even if it is not always recognised. 
As capitalist relations of production spread with globalisation, so too did the breadth 
and scope of class interests and identity. At the root of class consciousness is the ability to 
recognise the collective interests of a class and the need to maintain solidarity with those 
interests. Sometimes alliances will be formed between the same classes in different states (for 
example, the solidarity of the World Economic Forum in the face of anti~capitalist protests). 
At other times there would be competition between the same classes in rival countries (for 
example, market competition between the Russian, French and US business classes for Iraqi 
oil; labour market competition between workers in East Asia for foreign investment). Ulti, 
mately, however, conflict between classes on a global scale would be the locomotive of change 
which would destroy nationalism and the nation, states system in its path (for example, capital 
versus labour, strikes). 
Because Marx is almost exclusively concerned with the estrangement of classes, he 
makes little or no allowance for the residual influences of other modalities of human bonding 
- sometimes dismissed as 'false consciousness' - which might also determine the manner in 
which individuals perceive their interests. Membership of other social groups is not denied, 
but nor is it raised to the level of importance at which class operates to animate human 
behaviour. 
E. H. Carr reminds us that Marx declared: 
that all thought was conditioned by the economic interest and social status of the thinker. This 
view was unduly restrictive. In particular Marx, who denied the existence of 'national interests' 
underestimated the potency of nationalism as a force conditioning the thought of the individual 
(Carr [1939] 1946: 66). 
He could also have said that Marx failed to see nationalism as a powerful determinant of the 
social bond which simultaneously unites and divides people. Nationalism's capacity to tran, 
scend social divisions and blunt class consciousness was not seriously addressed in his writings. 
Instead, Marx thought that 'national differences and antagonisms between peoples are daily 
more· and more vanishing, owing to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of com, 
merce, to the world market, to uniformity in the mode of production and in the conditions 
of life corresponding thereto' (Marx and Engels 1967: 102). 
Marx appeared to believe that the idea of 'national interests' was a hoax because 'while 
the bourgeoisie of each nation still retained separate national interests, big industry created 
a class, which in all nations has the same interest and with which nationality is already dead' 
(Marx and Engels 1964: 76) (see Box 5.2). 
Only the bourgeoisie, therefore, thought nationally and sought to pass off its interests 
as the interests of the whole community. This was particularly, though not exclusively, the 
case with respect to economic interests, especially in matters of finance and trade. 
As mentioned earlier, Marx's reluctance to seriously consider the grip that nationalism 
holds on an individual's political identity may be explained by the circumstances of his time. 
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Box 5.2: Discussion points 
Proletarian revolution 
The Communists are ... reproached with desiring to abolish countries and national-
ities. The working men have no country. We cannot take from them what they have 
not got ... National differences and antagonisms between peoples are daily more 
and more vanishing ... The supremacy of the proletariat will cause them to vanish 
still faster (Marx and Engels 1967: 101-3). 
The long peace in Europe from the middle to the end of the nineteenth century seems to have 
encouraged Marx to believe that class~based exclusion was the only motor of history and to 
dismiss the ongoing dynamics of strategic interaction, geopolitical rivalry and interstate war. 
He mistakenly regarded the nation~state as a temporary and transitional form of political 
community which had been maintained to further the interests of the dominant bourgeoisie: 
nationalism, regarded as a form of false consciousness, was their ruling ideology. Neither the 
tenacity of nation~states nor the idea of national interests has been taken seriously by Marxist 
students of international relations. 
Marx and imperialism 
Marx's account of the spread of capitalism - or what today is called globalisation - highlighted 
the futility of resistance and its power to force states to adopt the capitalist economic model: 
markets, resources and investment. 
Since Marx's time, scholars in the Marxist tradition have tried to explain the nature of 
the spread of capitalism and, in particular, the relationship between dominant and subordi~ 
nate states (Brewer 1990j Hardt and Negri 2000; Petras and Veltmeyer 2001; Wood 2003). 
They have been concerned with the role of the hegemonic or imperialist state, and questions 
such as: to what extent is capitalism a cause of war and inequality? 
Marxist theories of imperialism, like Marxism itself, are also endogenous accounts of 
international politics. They locate the motives of state behaviour - foreign policy - in the 
internal economic needs of the leading capitalist states. 
There is no one Marxist theory of imperialism, however the outlines of a generic 
approach would normally incorporate the following claims: 
1. The internal economic needs of capitalist states require them, at times, to behave aggres~ 
sively in international affairs. This is a structural economic need to avoid domestic eco~ 
nomic problems such as overproduction, under~investment, access to resources, etc. 
2. These external challenges include new sites for investment of surplus capital where profits 
can be repatriated, new export markets for goods and commodities, and access to key raw 
materials (e.g. cotton, oil, coal, gold, etc). 
3. States or territories which do not complement the economic interests of the dominant impe~ 
rial state are regarded with extreme hostility. They may be invaded and occupied, claimed 
as colonies, exploited or have local agents of the imperial power appointed to their admin~ 
istration. 
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4. There is intense competition between imperial powers for control of these territories, some~ 
times leading to conflicts (wars between European powers in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries) and anti~colonial struggles. 
5. States which prefer economic nationalism - which want to administer their own affairs with 
local priorities - and do not wish to join the global economy dominated by a few powerful 
players, will be targeted. During the Cold War the USSR and Vietnam posed a threat to 
the US, for example, not so much because they imposed a strategic challenge (only the 
USSR did this), but because they exempted themselves from the economic reach of the 
imperial powers. 
These states were not open to foreign investment or trade, nor did they make their 
natural resources available for extraction by the corporations of the imperial powers. They 
were a threat to the prosperity of the imperial powers and worse - a possible threat of 
a good example. Examples of US intervention against states of this kind include Iran in 
1953, Guatemala in 1954, and Iraq in 2003. 
6. Since the end of World War II the US has had to ensure that no viable alternative mode 
of economic organisation (for example, the Soviet model of centrally planned economics) 
would take root internationally. Alternatives had to be destroyed and their planners pun~ 
ished (for example, Indochina). The world had to be made safe for American business. 
It is instructive to compare US attitudes to China and the USSR during the final years of 
the Cold War. Once China began to adopt a market economic model, its communist political 
system was no longer regarded as a threat to the West whereas hostility to the USSR remained 
because it refused to convert its economy. 
Marxist theories of imperialism do not regard free trade as a benign policy which bene~ 
fits all. Rather they see free trade as a weapon used by dominant states as a rationalisation to 
force other states to complement their economic interests - hence the term 'free trade impe~ 
rialism'. According to Marxists, free trade creates winners and losers and the losers are never 
compensated for their losses. Furthermore, the dominant states do not abide by the rules of 
free trade that they are imposing on others. Poor states are prevented from gaining access to 
lucrative markets in the West by protectionism - tariffs, quotas, nontariff barriers, subsidies, 
etc. Cotton farmers in Botswana are locked out of the US market by US government subsidies 
paid to inefficient US cotton farmers. 
Marxists also highlight the structural unfairness of the world economy and point to the 
fact that poor, underdeveloped states are often locked into poverty by their relationships with 
the rich world. Through conditional loans from the IMF and World Bank, their debt burden 
determines the profile of their economy, distorting local needs and priorities (for example, the 
structural adjustment programs), effectively trapping them in. 
Conclusion 
Marxism has too little to say about many key issues in global politics, including nationalism, 
war between states and the persistence of the states~system. Marx overestimated the impor~ 
tance of class divisions and underestimated other important social cleavages, as well as the 
extent to which capitalism could adapt to overcome its internal contradictions and the chal~ 
lenges of socialism. There is no Marxist theory of international relations. 
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The value of Marx today is his account of globalisation, its impact on culture and eco, 
nomic nationalism, and the futility of resistance to the spread of capitalism. Almost every 
commentator on globalisation owes Marx an intellectual debt of some kind. Those in the 
Marxist tradition have also made a significant contribution to our understanding of interna, 
tional politics by explaining the uneven effects of free trade and the complex relationships 
which exist between dominant economic and poor subordinate states in the world. 
Questions 
1. What are the essential characteristics of Marxism? 
2. Why was Marx so critical of capitalism? 
3. How does Marx view the relationship between capitalism and the state? 
4. Does Marxism have insights into contemporary globalisation that other international rela-
tions theories lack? If so, what are they? 
5. Is the Marxist theory of imperialism still relevant in the twenty-first century? 
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